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Violence and the Arts
Before we consider the relationship between art and a social order
which promotes either violence or nonviolence, it is helpful to consider
the purpose of art in any type of social order. A statement from Picasso-"Art is a lie which makes us realize the truth"-may serve as a
warning that art as a thing-in-itself is difficult to define. One approach
which may help us to identify at least one aspect of the meaning of
art is to see its various roles in society. Albert Guerard in his book
Art for Art's Sake suggests that we may distinguish in art these aspects,
or perhaps three levels.
Art may be perfect adequacy to purpose, the purpose itself
being worthy or not in terms of social welfare; this is the flower
of Utilitarianism, or the Functionalist ideal. Art may be the
sheer joy of living, a gratuitous activity with no thought beyond
itself-folk art, sports, amusements, luxuries. Art may also be
the ba ttle line of the spirit, the venture beyond the law. The
first form of art is service, the second is relaxation, the third
leaves both utility and pleasure behind.I
Let us take each level of art, give an illustration or two from utopian
literature and then see its relationship to the presence of violence or
nonviolence within the social framework.
When art is operational on the first level as a functional, utilitarian expression, it usually finds its inspirational roots in the social
order itself. Whether tha t society promotes attitudes of nonviolence
or violence, it really does not matter to the artist who is producing
functional art. Such an artist becomes the mirror reflecting the mores,
1

Albert L. Guerard, Art for Art's Sake, (New York: Schocken Books, 1963)
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the cultural ideals of that particular society. Plato in the Republic
holds the artist up to the mirror of its social ideal-justice is the
harmonious interaction between the individual and the state. In the
case of this utopia, the artist functions to promote that harmonious
interaction among the social classes-the philosophers, the warriors
and the artisans. The utopian social order of Chairman Mao echoes
the same refrain :

In the world today all culture, all literature and art belong to
definite classes and are geared to definite political lines. There
is in fact no such thing as art for art's sake, art that stands above
classes, art that is detached from or independent of politics.
Proletarian literature and art are part of the whole proletarian
revolutionary cause; they are, as Lenin said, cogs and wheels in
the whole revolutionary machine.2
Our purpose is to ensure that literature and art fit well into the
whole revolutionary machine as a component part, that they
operate as powerful weapons for uniting and educating the
people and for attacking and destroying the enemy, and that
they help the people fight the enemy with one heart and one
mind.3
Art as a component part of a social order becomes a voice which
harmonizes with the political chorus of that society. Whether it be
the promotion of a "masculine mystique" to continue the well-being
of a violent society or an awareness of the "flow of the Tao" which
inspires nonviolent social attitudes, the artist on the first level of
artistic concern is ready to function by means of his talent providing
the "greatest good for the greatest number." B. F. Skinner in his
utopian novel, Wal den .Two, has the same functional value in mind
for artists and their art. By the advanced techniques of behavioral
engineering, we can condition the artist to respond positively to an
environment which is the source of his nourishment. Who knows what
art will be produced when all the negative factors are removed from
the social order? B. F. Skinner's conditioned man may well be the
great artist-perhaps the only artist-of the future.
Art in its second aspect-the expression of the sheer joy of living
with no thought beyond itself--can be illustrated to an extreme by
Aldous Huxley's novel, Brave New World. In this society of the future where the social ideals are conformity, stability and community,
art has became another outlet for a feeling of happiness. The ultimate
ideal of artistic expression in Brave New World is indeed relaxation
along with the immediate gratification which comes with sex and
2 Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung (Foreign L anguages Press,
1972) p. 299.
3 Ibid. , p. 301.
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soma. We can all enjoy art as relaxation but to limit it to this level of
mea ning alone is to be vulnerable to the future of a mindless happiness
... the future of Huxley's Braue New World, Orwell's 1984, Zamiatin's We. The option of nonviolence or violence as an ethics of action
is impossible for persons who have become part of some harmonious
ant heap.
The third level of art as the battleline of the Spirit, a venture beyond utility, pleasure and law, involves an appreciation and awareness of transcendence in the life of the artist. Transcendence usually
means to the artist who is nourished by Western culture a confrontation with suffering and struggle. Whether suffering and struggle have
a creative meaning for the artist depends upon the "climate" of his
inner life and not upon the social conditions outside the self. The
climate of social violence or nonviolence has its affect upon the artist
but it is minor compared with that sense of the tragic which the
artist carries within Josephy Brodsky, a Russian poet who recently has
r.ome to America, describes this realization:
A writer is a lonely traveler, and no one is his helper. Society
is always more or less an enemy. Both when it rejects him and
when it accepts him. At any rate, it does both in rather coarse
ways. And not only by force of my own experience, but by force
of the experience I have witnessed around me, I am more and
more convinced that the man in the Bible was right when he
called the earth a "vale of tears." Man, like a mathematical
factor, gains nothing by being moved from one place to another. Tragedy can only be exchanged for tragedy. That is an
old truth. The only thing that makes it contemporary is the
sense of the absurd when you see tragedy's heroes. Just as when
you see its spectators.4
However, the artist who is nurtured by Eastern culture speaks about
the realization of transcendence in a different sense. Although the
21.rtist of the East would agree with his Western counter-part that his
art can never be explained completely in terms of social moresviolent or nonviolent-he would indicate that in his art he has also
transcended the suffering and conflict within the self. Hindu art
represents transcendence over this illusory world by endless images
of gods and goddesses with their abundant appendages of arms, legs
and heads. This world with its suffering and conflict is maya (illusion) and the artist as mystic find liberation (samadhi) through experience not by means of a "realistic" confrontation with social violence or nonviolence. The Taoist artist of China and the Zen Buddhist
artist of Japan represent transcendence by becoming a reflection of
4 Josephy Brodsky, "Says poet Brodsky, ex of the Soviet Union: 'A Writer
is a Lonely Traveler, and No One is his Helper'," New York Times Magazine,
October 1, 1972, p. 87.
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the Way, the Tao, by means of "no-mind" or the "void"-an artistic
mood of being the mirror and not the interpreter of life's meaning.
Can art flourish in a nonviolent or violent society? The answer
to this question must be considered within a broader context-who
is the artist? What is his art? What aspect, what level of artistic concern is being expressed by his art?
Doris Hunter
Humanities
Boston University
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In addressing myself to this question of whether the arts could
flourish in a nonviolent society, I would like, for the purposes of
clarity and simplification, to restrict myself to a discussion of the
relation of physical violence and the arts. There is, of course, such a
thing as psychological or symbolic violence, but it is a kind of violence
which is difficult to define with any reasonable degree of precision.
As I look at the question itself, I find myself somewhat puzzled
and dismayed. Insofar as we are considering possible nonviolent
societies in the future, our discussion can only be hypothetical, perhaps
so hypothetical that none of us could be satified with whatever conclusions we may reach. If we look toward the past, we must admit
that Western civilization, with which we are most familiar, offers no
real examples of a nonviolent society which we might use as a point of
comparison. If we search farther afield, in non-Western civilizations
and in primitive societies, we enter areas that I confess to know
little of and am thus not competent to speak about. Undoubtedly an
anthropologist sensitive to the qualities of art is the man we need, not
a professor of English and American literature.
Having stated these reservations, I still find myself troubled by
the topic. When we try to analyze the importance of violence in the
genesis of works of art in any given period, we are faced with the
almost insurmountable problem of trying to separate this one factor
from many other factors which are closely bound up with it. Mr.
Coffey has mentioned that Holland's greatest period in painting was
the seventeenth century, a time when Holland was constantly fighting
wars, apparently at a much greater rate than was or is customary for
the Dutch. But the seventeenth century was also the period when
Holland was at the height of her commercial expansion and was at
the center of a powerful religious awakening. How are we to isolate
142

the violence which accompanied this and other explosive periods and
say that this violence is a crucial and necessary factor in such bursts
of artistic creativity? This difficulty may not be insuperable, but it is
a problem which will be solved only through a close and detailed
examination of the social, political, and cultural history of a specific
age.
To look at the other side of the coin, at a period of violence
which was not a period of great artistic achievement, let us tum to
America in the eighteenth century. Restricting myself to the literature
of that period, I must say tha t the literature of the time, whatever
its merits, could not in general be called great or exceptional. There
are a couple of exceptions, of cours·e, but for such a violent age we
seem to h ave a genuine scarcity of talent. If it is hard to isolate
violence as a crucial factor in an age of artistic brilliance, then what
a re we to do with violent ages which produce little that is greatly
significant in the way of artistic achievement? The least that we can
say is that violence is a very slippery creature; the most that we can
say is that he doesn' t always perform when he should.
As for a future literature in a nonviolent society, I find myself
somewhat optimistic. I admit tha t I have little faith that such a nonviolent society will appear within a ny reasonable length of time, but
if such a society did come into being, I trust that literature would
be able to survive and flourish. To the degree that literature mirrors
the society of the writer, we can reasonably hope that the literature
of a nonviolent age would be neither insipid nor boring because a
fai r amount of our litera ture already gets along quite well with a
minimum of violence. J ane Austen, despite her references to the
N apoleonic W ars, immediately comes to mind, as does Emily Dickinson . The works of such writers are filled with tension and even conflict, but these conflicts, within the characters in Austen's novels and
within the persona in Dickinson's poetry, do not issue in violence.
Whatever may h appen to violence in the future, tension and conflict
will undoubtedly always be with us. They are the heart of literature
but they are also the heart of life, and literature need not fear that
it and life are about to p art company.
Interestingly enough, the trea tment of violence in the literature
of our own age is chan ging in ways which indica te that the relationship of the writer to violence may be changing. The image of war in
modern literature is changing as war itself changes. War, sometimes
celebrated in the past as an occasion for individual heroism, is seen
increasingly as merely an extension of the bureaucratic system. As
warfare becomes increasingly rationalized and mechanized, novels such
as Heller' s Catch 22, M ailer's Th e Naked and the Dead, Dos Passos'
Th ree Soldiers, a nd Hemingway's A Farew ell to Arms tend to treat
war as an impersonal and unheroic process that threatens to stifle any
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individual courage or freedom. Modem collective violence is by its
very nature indifferent to individuals, since the victim is often a mere
statistic to the victimizer and since the victimizer himself is often
operating only as a cog in the machine, a man detached from any
feelings towards the victim, merely "following orders."1 Given this
new form of violence, it is not surprising that writers show little
interest in glorifying war or in celebrating what might pass for heroism
in other circles.
At the same time, however, there is another trend in modem
literature which might make us somewhat less optimistic. In reaction
against this impersonal collective violence and against the stultifying
society which produces such violence, some writers have become
fascinated with individual violence as a means of rebellion against
society. In the work of Norman Mailer, personal violence, individual
violence which is both outside the law and the approval of society,
becomes a way to test the courage and resources of the individual
and also a means by which the individual achieves a more open and
free existence than contemporary society normally allows. This literary
interest does not necessarily imply an endorsement of individual violence, although admittedly the case is not a closed one with Mailer.
The fascination with personal violence on the part of Mailer and
other contemporary writers is more than anything else a sign of their
desperation about contemporary society; the violence is the literary
counterpart of their feelings of despair and helplessness. For those
who find such a fascination obnoxious, we can hold out the hope that
individual violence will undergo the same process of deromanticization
that has happened to the image of war. By forcing us to confront
the issue of individual violence, these writers may paradoxically aid
us in such a process. The more that we learn about individual violence,
the less likely are we to see it as romantic or interesting. The literary
image may have been presented to us so that we can transcend it;
the image achieves its purpose through our negation of it.
Now I am well aware that a discussion of the literary treatment
of violence takes us away from the question of the relation of violence
to the creation of literature. Violence, if nothing else, at least gives
the writer something to write against. I can't help but feel, however,
that this changing image of collective violence indicates a change in
the attitudes of writers and their societies towards war. War is becoming too dangerous and too impersonal for anyone to take joy in
it. In the future, war may become the ultimate symbol of boredom
and routine, and the occasions of war may prove to be periods of
widespread artistic sterility. Even in our own time wars tend to create
a hiatus in artistic activity; violence seems to be more easily dealt with
artistically in the aftermath of war. If writers in some future non-

144

violent society want to write about violence, we will have left them
enough actual examples in case their imaginations fail them.
My brief discussion of the literary treatment of violence also points
to another consideration which might be important in a more detailed
examination of this problem, namely, that there are fundamentally
different kinds of violence and that these differences in types of
violence must be considered in examining the relation of violence and
art. A detailed study of this particular relation must not only attempt
to isolate violence from other possible influences; it must also try
to isolate different kinds of violence and their respective influences.
Finally, let me end this brief argument with a plea that we look
at art as something more than the sum of the influences that lead to
its creation. Art is more than a passive mirror of the environment. It
is, as Ms. Hunter noted, an achievement which transcends its environment. If I have turned towards specific works of art from possible
solutions to this question, it is because I believe that it is towards the
works themselves that we owe our main allegiance. This allegiance
should be such that we admit that we are in no position to say what
the future possibilities of art are. If we were in such a position, there
would be no need for any more artists.

Robert Golden
College of General Studies
Rochester Institute of Technology

NOTES
!Frederick J. Hoffman, in his The Mortal No: Death and the
Modern Imagination (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964),
discusses the rise of this impersonal violence and the various reactions
to it, including the cult of personal violence.
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